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Abstract 
A new national curriculum and standards-referenced assessment in Australia is enabling teachers to revisit 
formative assessment as a philosophy of interconnected pedagogic, curriculum and assessment practices 
through which students make meaning about their learning. This research investigated how Australian 
teachers made meaning of the new national assessment standards, as a prerequisite for the formative 
assessment practice of sharing expected standards with students in responsive ways that respect their 
diversity as learners. Formative assessment involves teachers and students recontextualising vertical 
discourses of official or schooled knowledge, and horizontal discourses of local knowledge that are “context 
dependent and specific, tacit, multi-layered” (Bernstein, 1999, p. 159). This research examined how 
teachers recontextualised new assessment standards by annotating exemplars to inform their planning prior 
to teaching. Data were collected through audio recording professional dialogues and interviews with 
teachers in five Queensland schools. Thematic analysis incorporated Bernstein’s (1999, 2000) concept of 
recontextualising to understand how teachers navigated between vertical and horizontal assessment 
discourses. Teachers needed to develop shared understandings of assessment standards grounded in student 
performances before their teaching commenced. Findings indicate that opportunities for facilitated 
professional dialogue need to be incorporated as an aspect of professional practice as teachers develop 
shared understandings of a) the policy context in which they work and b) the processes and practices that 
will include students in democratic processes of knowledge production and meaning making. 
Democratic purposes and formative assessment in standards based systems 
Formative assessment1 epitomizes educational purposes in democratic societies. Democratic educational 
purposes include teachers enabling all students to access valued learning and to gain increasing power to 
make decisions about their learning while they are learning. These purposes are met through formative 
assessment by inviting students into the secret of learning and promoting learning autonomy, which are 
defining underlying principles of formative assessment and learning how to learn (James et al., 2007; 
Sadler, 1989). Democratic educative systems also create public trust when teachers are expected to 
engage in active inquiry and ethical judgement in a system of intelligent accountability (O’Neill, 2002).  
                                                
1  Swaffield (2011) provides clear and helpful distinctions between formative assessment and assessment for learning. While 
Assessment for Learning is the term preferred by the authors, formative assessment is the term used in this presentation as one 




There are tensions between achieving these democratic purposes of education for lifelong learning and 
meeting prescribed goals in a highly regulated standards-based system. For example, tightly defined goals 
focus on whether a student has attained a goal rather than assessment being designed to find out what a 
student can do in order to progress learning (Torrance & Pryor, 1998). Defined standards assume that all 
communities equally value the identified learning. In this paper, we consider how teachers sought to fulfil 
democratic purposes through formative assessment practices within an Australian education system that is 
based on standards-referenced curriculum and assessment. This research sought to understand how 
teachers made meaning of the new assessment standards for themselves in the planning stage, as a 
prerequisite for the formative assessment practice of sharing expected standards with students in 
responsive ways that respect their diversity as learners.  
 
Formative assessment interactions involve teachers and students in short, day to day negotiations of 
meaning through classroom dialogue, and in an ongoing longer critical inquiry into how well each student 
is developing conceptual understandings that underpin an achievement standard  (Swaffield, 2011).  The 
starting point for this research was the belief that participation of students in assessment conversations 
first requires teachers to have a clear understanding themselves of the expected standard of learning and 
the qualities that will evidence this understanding. Before teachers can guide students to demonstrate their 
learning at a given standard, teachers need to be able to clearly articulate the qualities that they are 
valuing as evidence of successful achievement within the standard. This understanding of quality, once 
clear, is then embedded in their teaching practice where students are explicitly taught the elements that 
make up a skill. This clear explanation becomes part of how the students represent and talk about their 
learning, which enhances opportunities for self-assessment. This cascading process is illustrated in Fig. 1.  
Black (2015) also proposes that using informal assessment to check on student achievement depends first 
on teachers having clear aims. While Black represents the process in a model with five clear steps, we 
have represented the teachers’ meaning making process as a cascade as it was fluid, turbulent and situated 




Figure 1. Cascading development of formative assessment as shared practice (adapted from Adie & 
Willis, 2016, in press)  
 
Our research with teachers (Adie & Willis, 2014, 2016 (in press); Willis & Adie, 2013, 2014) identified 
two key issues that challenged the teachers when they were planning for formative assessment within a 
standards-referenced system: 1) the need for critical dialogue to develop a deep understanding of the 
standards and the qualities that provide evidence that the standard has been achieved; and 2) the need for 
teacher awareness of the social and political contexts of knowledge production in order to encourage 
students’ role in meaning-making.  
 
End of year achievement standards in context 
Since 2010, Australia has had a national standards-referenced curriculum that includes an end-of-year 
achievement standard. While in Australia, education is the constitutional responsibility of each state and 
territory, since the 1970s the role of the Federal Government has been increasing. In 2008, the state 
education ministers agreed on Educational Goals for all Young Australians (Melbourne Declaration) and 
the development of a national curriculum. 
 
The Australian Curriculum sets the expectations for what all Australian students should be taught, 
regardless of where they live or their background. For F-10, it means that students now have 
access to the same content, and their achievements can be judged against consistent national 
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standards. Schools and teachers are responsible for the organisation of learning and they will 
choose contexts for learning and plan learning in ways that best meet their student’s needs and 
interests. (http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/)  
 
The achievement standard describes the essential content to be covered, and the skills that need to be 
developed. For example, in Year 4 English, students are required to “explain how language features, 
images and vocabulary are used to engage the interest of audiences”; while in Year 6, students “analyse 
and explain how language features, images and vocabulary are used by different authors to represent 
ideas, characters and events”. The achievement standards represent the goals that students are expected to 
achieve at the end of each year and teachers rate the students on an A-E scale (or similar) depending on 
the level of the achievement.  
 
Teachers have needed to understand a new national curriculum and the accompanying achievement 
standards as one change in their practice within a deluge of education policy change. This has included 
the introduction of a National Assessment program - Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) into Australian 
schools in 2008 (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2013a). From 2010, the 
test results for individual schools were released publically through the media, and the MySchool website 
was established enabling ‘like’ schools to be compared across the country. New Australian Professional 
Standards which outline ‘what teachers should know and be able to do’ (Australian Institute for Teaching 
School Leadership, 2014, paragraph 1) were introduced in 2012, and have increasingly regulated teacher 
daily practice. Thus new national achievement standards were one policy reform among many national 
and state educational changes.  Connell (2013) outlines the history of the “neoliberal cascade” of changes 
for educators in Australia. She argues that within this cascade, we need to find spaces for the social 
processes that will develop the mutual engagement of teachers and learners in learning, and strengthen 
capacities for exercising citizenship. The following case studies represent one way of supporting teachers 
to navigate this tumult. 
 
Theoretical framework  
Bernstein (2003) provides a theoretical language to represent the work that teachers engaged in as they 
negotiated, interpreted and reinterpreted the expected assessment practices as directed through the 
Australian Curriculum and other policy narratives. When new standards for curriculum and assessment 
are mandated, each knowledge agent such as policy writers, local school authorities, textbook writers, 
teacher educators, teachers, parents and students recontextualise the knowledge, as each person 
“selectively appropriates, relocates, refocuses, and relates other discourses to constitute its own order and 
orderings” (Bernstein, 2003, p. 159).  Not all teachers take up the assessment standards in the same way, 
as the recontexutalising agent decides what is more or less important, as he or she relates the new 
knowledge, in this case assessment standards, to their daily practice. The agency of teachers and students 
in making sense of these standards reflects democratic principles that underpin professional judgement, 
that is the reflexive, ongoing deliberations about the connections between actions and experiences 
(Dewey, 1916/2015; Biesta, 2007).  Yet it is a challenging space for teachers to navigate as they seek to 
be responsible for upholding the formative assessment principles of enabling students to be the owners of 
their learning, while simultaneously navigating the meanings of seemingly disconnected assessment 
policies for themselves.  
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Formative assessment involves teachers and students navigating and recontextualizing both vertical 
discourses of official or schooled knowledge, and horizontal discourses of local knowledge that are 
“context dependent and specific, tacit, multi-layered” (Bernstein, 1999, p. 159). The Australian 
Curriculum achievement standards are an attempt at establishing a national vertical assessment discourse, 
by creating hierarchical, progress maps that reflect specialised subject discourses. This has altered what 
was considered as valid knowledge previously regulated by each Australian state and territory education 
authority. By focusing on understanding the processes by which educational knowledge is 
recontextualised and acquired the emergent and generative possibilities for teachers to shape their own 
practice can be recognised and explored (Singh, 2015). For teachers, the process of recontextualising this 
vertical discourse into their ongoing daily practices requires an assessment literacy that is  “a dynamic 
context dependent social practice that involves teachers articulating and negotiating classroom and 
cultural knowledges with one another and with learners” (Willis, Adie, & Klenowski, 2013).  
 
This research examined how teachers recontextualized new assessment standards by annotating 
exemplars to inform their planning prior to teaching. Teachers engaged in professional dialogues about 
how the assessment standards could be recognised in samples of students’ work (see figure 2). They 
engaged in peer dialogue that was a process of formative inquiry in which the teachers were creating and 
legitimating their knowledge about the meaning of standards in action. Knowledge is understood as a 
social construction that is situated in the context of its production. ‘Coming to know’ a standard involved 
negotiation and justification through which personal and individual invisible or tacit understandings were 




Figure 2. Example of annotations according to the Australian Curriculum Achievement Standards  
 
Methods and data  
Our understanding of teachers’ work in a system of standards-referenced curriculum and assessment has 
been developing since we first started working alongside state and independent school, primary and 
secondary teachers in 2010 as the Australian Curriculum was being introduced. In this paper we focus on 
two incidents that occurred as we worked with two, Year 2 teachers in one school on understanding and 
incorporating the end-of-year achievement standard, interpreting the achievement standard as an A to E 
judgement, and recording this understanding as annotations on an exemplar or student work sample. 
These meetings occurred in 2013 when the Australian English curriculum was in its second year of 
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implementation in Queensland classrooms. The project involved several school visits, and included 
discussions with the school principal regarding school priorities; an initial planning day where the 
teachers were released from classes for a whole day of professional conversation that was facilitated by 
the researchers at the beginning of the semester; and follow-up visits to classrooms and email 
conversations throughout the year (Adie and Willis 2014; Willis and Adie 2014). The planning day 
involved the teachers in deep conversations about standards and evidence as they attempted to articulate 
the qualities that they were valuing when making judgements. Qualitative interviews after their teaching 
provided data on how the annotations informed their formative practices with students. Detailed notes and 
audio recordings of all of the conversations and interactions were made. The data were first analysed 
independently by each researcher and then coded thematically using Bernstein’s (1999, 2000) theoretical 
concept of recontextualising to understand how the teachers navigated between vertical and horizontal 
assessment discourses. We were interested in how this deep and shared understanding of the achievement 
standards influenced teaching practice.  
 
Results  
Two key issues have been evident across the years as we have worked with teachers on their formative 
assessment practices in a system of standards-referenced assessment. Each issue is illustrated using an 
incident that occurred while working with the Year 2 teachers in 2013: 
 
1) the need for critical dialogue to develop a deep understanding of the standards and qualities 
that provide evidence that the standard has been achieved; and 
 
2) the need for teacher awareness of the social and political contexts of knowledge production in 
order to encourage the students’ role in meaning-making.  
 
Example 1: The need for critical dialogue to develop a deep understanding of the standards and 
qualities that provide evidence that the standard has been achieved.  
 
Rebecca and Cathy were both teaching Year Two classes, and were required to use the same 
assessment tasks. With the researchers they analysed an assessment item that invited students to 
demonstrate literal and inferential comprehension. The teachers began by using the achievement standard, 
and their knowledge of how students answer questions, to identify what performance features were being 
valued as they wrote exemplar answers to the questions in the task. This involved thinking aloud as they 
went back and forth between the standard and the assessment questions. Supported guidance and strategic 
questioning from the researchers was needed to move beyond easy-to-identify surface features. [R = 
researcher; T = teacher] 
 
R1: What are your valued features is a question that involves.. 
T1:  Oh we were going to get straight into it…(laughs) 
T2:  Yeah, tick it off and it is done (laugh)...sorry. 
R1:  That’s ok...it involves looking at the assessment questions, but also moving back to the 
achievement standard. When you were writing the exemplar response you are already starting to 
answer these [questions about valued features]. 
T2:  So with these criteria, this is essentially us going back to the actual achievement standard 
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T1: The assessment task says ‘interpret information in text’.  
R2: So what is being valued in these questions? 
T1: That they can use the pictures to answer… 
 
The teachers worked through the assessment task and created an exemplar response and annotated it to 
show the type of thinking or performance that was being valued. Succinctly articulating the convergences 
between horizontal and vertical discourses as an exemplar with their thinking preserved as annotations 
was a difficult task.  
 
T1: So if they get these first two questions right [relating to locating information], but none of the 
other inferential ones, that is a ‘D’ standard. 
R2: Or if in the other questions they can locate information to answer inferential questions...like 
“Why do farmers have the chickens sit on duck eggs?” So if I have a student showing where they 
are getting information from, but they have the wrong inference, it is evidence that they can 
locate information? 
T2:  So we need to ask students to show where they get their information from in the text. 
T1:  The multiple choice options might be guesses. 
T2:  Yes. 
T1: We don’t get any understanding about whether they can make make inferences really unless 
we ask students where they get the answer from so we can see that their processes are starting to 
develop. So we need to change the assessment task so they can highlight where they get their 
information. 
 
Through these annotations, the teachers began to recognise how they needed to alter the assessment task 
and also what language and other opportunities they would need to plan for students to learn the valued 
ways of working.  
 
R2: [Reads from the assessment task]“Do you think Jemima Puddleduck will sit on her eggs until 
they hatch? Give reasons for your answer. Use the text”. 
T1: It is not whether they answer it correctly or not, but the depth of how they justify.  
R1: You have just indicated in your exemplar when students write “I think” it is coming from in 
their head. If you want them to signal that it is a reasoning answer, what sentence starter will you 
teach?... 
T2: Yes, they have to learn how to do it. 
T1:  Especially if we want them to continue in their reasoning in other subject areas. A lot of kids 
have trouble with that in maths. This ties into the things that we really want to do. 
T2: Yes we need to go into this in more depth so students understand really clearly exactly what 
to do. It is a step up. This has been very good. We can use this in class, and link it 
to...highlighting for the purpose to show literal and inferential, so they learn the process. If we 
start doing that from our next reading session and honing in... 
T1: It will tie easily into our reading sessions. 
T2: Yes, it doesn’t have to be a worksheet. 
T1: We were sceptical at the beginning, but this has been really helpful. 
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Writing collaborative annotations required intellectual and emotional energy yet the investment brought 
clarity that the teachers later reported saved them significant time in planning, teaching, and marking. 
This increased clarity and belief that it saved them time was a benefit reported by other teachers who 
engaged in this process of developing a deep understanding about their expectations of the standards, 
grounded in examples of student work, before they began to their lesson planning and teaching. 
 
Example 2: The need for teacher awareness of the social and political contexts of knowledge 
production in order to encourage the students’ role in meaning-making.  
 
Example 2 illustrates how one experienced teacher reinterpreted her teaching practice as a result 
of her deepened understanding of the achievement standard. During the planning day conversations, 
Rebecca had clarified the skills she needed to teach prior to the assessment task that involved her Year 2 
students literally and inferentially gaining meaning from fiction and non-fiction texts. Through the 
conversation about the expected standards, and recording this as annotations on the work samples, she 
had clarified her own expectations of what a high quality answer would look like. She wanted answers to 
be detailed, in well-structured sentences that would also use part of the question in the answer. She 
realised that students needed the opportunity to learn the difference between an inferential question and a 
literal question, and how to write high quality answers. She recognised that she had been teaching a long 
time, and strategic questioning was a skill she had yet to master and would continue to work on. 
  
In preparation for the summative assessment, Rebecca set up three practice tests as learning 
experiences for her students. These were designed to be similar to the assessment piece students would 
have to complete, so that they would become familiar with the genre. After finding information and 
fictional texts, she wrote literal and inferential questions for each, modelling these questions from those in 
the summative assessment task. She found the writing of precise and well worded questions to be more 
difficult than she expected. She taught the students where to look for clues in the text for literal questions 
and asked them to use a highlighter to show where they found the information. She then taught the 
students how to search for answers to inferential questions. She reflected, “I was focussed, I knew exactly 
what I wanted students to be able to achieve”. Identifying the teaching focus helped her decide how to 
prioritise her teaching time, instead of “rushing from one thing to the next”. In reflection after this 
teaching, Rebecca stated that she believed that she had provided her children with “a better opportunity to 
learn”. Rebecca felt that for the first time in her teaching career she had really analysed and clarified the 
skills she was intending to teach, and then purposefully and clearly taught those skills. 
  
While Rebecca felt good about her new teaching focus, the extent to which these changes 
supported her students to learn the identified skills is more important. The quality of the written work of 
her students surprised her, as it was significantly beyond the quality she had expected; “I was blown away 
by the results...who would have believed this was the work of 7 and 8 year olds?”. Rebecca had chosen 
not to provide her students with an annotated A exemplar, and was pleased with this decision as she felt 
that this would have restricted the quality of responses. She reflected that  “maybe my standard would 
have been less because I didn’t think they would be able to achieve this high standard”.  She noted that 
previously she had not given her students the “opportunity to shine”. By beginning her planning with an 
annotating conversation within her teaching team to clarify her expectations of quality Rebecca declared, 
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“I’ve developed as a teacher. I’m more aware of the importance of it [mapping backwards from 
assessment and clarifying the standards]”.  
 
For Rebecca, the recontextualising was challenging and professionally reinvigorating. The 
annotation conversations had helped her recognise a gap in her professional practice. The process of 
annotating helped her articulate some of the more tacit expectations she had about quality performance. 
She began to critically reflect on her practice, asking herself what opportunities she had previously given 
students to learn the skills she was going to assess.  However while Rebecca’s changed practice had 
produced an unexpected improved quality of student response, her new pedagogic approach did not 
significantly shift the power of who had access to what knowledge. The assessment literacy of students 
was developed through assessment activities, but connections to learning and greater ownership over their 
own learning were not made. Students were not involved in peer or self assessment, or  in feedback 
conversations where students were encouraged to share their understandings. Rebecca’s greater awareness 
of her own assessment and teaching practices could lead to opportunities for students to be involved in the 
production of official assessment knowledge. Further conversations about how to invite students into the 





The development of shared understandings of assessment standards is a necessary process before teaching 
commences. Facilitated professional dialogue can support teachers to develop shared understandings of 
the policy context in which they work. While the teachers worked between both the horizontal and 
vertical discourses, it was evident that succinctly articulating these convergences as annotations was a 
difficult task. Bernstein’s theoretical language of recontextualisation assists in understanding the 
processes of teacher's work and the importance of teachers situating their work within broader contexts 
through the democratic process of learning together, being accountable, and speaking back to change 
practices to meet the needs of learners. To do this work, teachers need to have “the intellectual space to 
think” (Charteris & Smardon, 2015, p. 121) and opportunities to initiate their professional learning based 
on their collaborative enquiry into student learning and their teaching practices. What is clear from our 
investigation is that these spaces to think about standards and assessment need to established at the 
beginning of a teaching block, and not at the end when assessment is due. In this way, understandings of 
the standards can inform teaching and formative assessment practices so that teachers and students can 
regulate their responses and successive actions to progress learning.  
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Our investigations into teachers’ work in a standards-referenced curriculum and assessment system have 
shown that teachers need to be knowledgeable of the qualities that represent different levels of performance 
of a standard to effectively include their students in democratic processes of knowledge production and 
meaning making. To realise Sadler’s 1998 vision that students would learn to understand quality 
performances through explicit and tacit ways of knowing, teachers need further support to reflect on, and 
evaluate, their developing practice. This involves “recognising what counts as valid realisations of 
instructional (curricular content) and regulative (social conduct, character and manner) texts” (Singh, 2002, 
p. 572). Through formative assessment, students can be included in meaning making of the standards in 
varying degrees. The next step in this research is to speak with students to understand how they perceive 
their role in such a democratic process and the diverse supports they believe would assist them to enter into 
such a role. 
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